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ABSTRACT

Limits and Challenges of E-mail Use in the Business World

Joanne L. Johnson

October 4,2009

Non-thesis (ML597) Project

Miscommunication can cost time, money and even relationships. Facts
surrounding e-mail's speed, convenience, and cost-effectiveness have been
established; however, through my research and experience I have discovered there
are limits to the effectiveness of e-mail. I will discuss the limitations of e-mail as
a medium for eft-ective business communication from the perspective of its
effectiveness as a medium,, effects on productivity, and possible risks. E-mail
poses limits and challenges as a communication medium in the business world
versus basic face-to-face communication. The absence of non-verbal and verbal
cues and the ability in standard e-mail for immediate feedback are weaknesses. As
noted our world becomes more interconnected it is imperative that our leaders
ernploy effective communication via appropriate media. This requires making
informed choices about the appropriate communication channel in a given
situation.

IV

Table of Contents
Introduction

1

Review of Literalure

4

Discussion and Recommendations

32

Conclusions...

49

References

54

V

List of Tables
Table 1 : [nformation overload

24

VI

List of Fisures
Figure 1: Shannon-Weaver Communication
Figure 2: Schramm's Model of

Model

Communication

Figure 3: Devito's Transactional

Models

.......5
..

...6

.......7

Figure 4: Devito's Model of Intercultural Communication

19

Figure 5: Adler and Elmhorst's Model of Communication

42

I

Introduction
Technological advancements continue to create more options for communicating
and are changing personal communication behaviors. Today the average knowledge

worker spends more than 7 5% of his/her time communicating (Lee, Kozar & Larsen,
2005). In recent years e-mail use in the workplace has continued to increase
exponentially. Not only is the access more prevalent, people are choosing to use e-mail
more in their daily communications. In one study 65% used e-mail for the vast majority

of their work communication; the remaining 35% said that most of their work
correspondence was sent via e-mail (Ingham, 2003). Predictions indicate by 2010,7\yo

of the United States workforce will be using technology to communicate ten times longer

with co-workers, family and friends than in 2004 (Mujtaba, Griffin & Oskal, 2004). The
increase in mobile devices also increases communication, because people can obtain their

e-mails from anywhere at anytime.
The number of e-mails people send and receive on a daily basis continues to

grow. This increase can lead to e-mail anxiety because of the receiver's perceived need to
reply based on reciprocity expectations. Ingham (2003), a Researcher at New Bridge
Street Consultants, London,

UK, describes e-mail anxiety as an increase in frustrations

and fears due to not being able to keep up with the number of e-mails received (lngham,

2003). In addition to anxiety, there are other societal side effects created by the improper
use of e-mail communication. Communication content and style, in a work environment,

frame how relationships are formed and maintained. Depending on which media is used

to communicate, the effect on employee morale can be positive or negative.
Communication can affect morale based on a few factors: the content and style of the
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message, who is sending and receiving the message, and the intent versus the

interpretation of the message (Baird & Bradley, l97B). Unintended miscommunication on
the sender's end and/or misinterpretation on the receiver's end lead to inevitable
misunderstandings, The lack of communication cues, both verbal and non-verbal, can
cause e-mail communication to be considered an

inferior form of communication.

The effects of increased e-mail use have only begun to be measured in regards to
leadership, productivity, morale, and risk. In a leadership role, choosing the appropriate

communication channel is imperative in order to be successful. E-mail use to
communicate in the business world should be chosen selectively in lieu of other media.
Its possible limitations as a medium of effective communication are due to the inability to
convey non-verbal cues, its negative effect on productivity, and the increased personal
and business risks

it exposes. Management roles

are evolving as the ways to

communicate continue to increase. The ease and speed of e-mail may be viewed as

efficient on one side of the communication, yet may be viewed as impersonal and not
involved from the other side. Once face-to-face communication is removed, all body
language and communication skills regarding reading an audience are removed. With the
fast pace of this revolution, evaluations of appropriate communication styles and media
need to be assessed. E-mails may not necessarily be the best conduit for providing work

directives, nor settling issues. To be an effective leader, one must be an effective
communicator taking into account the sensitivity of the message and how it is conveyed.

Lack of attention to detail might be interpreted as a lack of respect for the person
receiving the message. For example, the perception of a lack of respect might be the
result of a spelling error or incorrect grammar in a written e-mail communication.

3

On the other side of this discussion, it is accepted that e-mail can be a useful
medium, and it needs to be taken seriously. A possible negative correlation exists
between the increase in e-mail communications in the workplace and its effects on

productivity and morale of employees. As e-mail volume increases, intemrptions by email alerts increase. This alert may cause an employee to stop what they are doing to read
the new message, As e-mails increase, productivity may be negatively affected.

Existing research reflects the following areas of concern: effectiveness,
productivity, morale, and risk. Effectiveness is measured by the actions of the receiver of
a

communication responding or reacting as intended. Productivity is measured by

calculating the number of interruptions, along with the recovery time and costs associated

with them. An interruption in this case is defined as acting on

a new

e-mail alert by

stopping what one is doing to read the new e-mail. Morale is defined as perceived
organizational and management support (Baird & Bradley, 1978). Risk is measured by

how e-mail can affect people's actions as well as how e-mail can expose businesses to
harm. E-mail communication is prevalent in the workplace and continues to grow

globally. Those in leadership positions need to take notice that e-mail prevalence, and its
possible negative implications,

will continue to inr:rease if not managed appropriately.
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Literature Review
This literature review focuses on three main issues: what constitutes effective
communication and what is the importance of non-verbal cues, the effect of e-mail on

productivity in the workplace, and how e-mail can lead to personal and business risk. I

will review literafure from the

1960s to the present to investigate the studies that have

been conducted on the effects of e-mail. This review includes communication models that
measure the

flow of communication. In addition, I will review studies and theories

supporting and negating the concept that e-mail has implications on effective
communication, productivity, and risk.

lmportance of Non-verbal Communication in Effective Communication
Specific elements need to come together to make a communication effective.

If

non-verbal cues are not present in communications, the messages can be detrimentally
affected. In this section I will discuss what authors say about the importance of nonverbal cues and how they affect a message. I will be reviewing communication models,

hierarchical and leadership implications and cross-culrural implications, and the impact
on gender and global differences.
On paper, a basic communication model is linear and includes the following
components: message, symbols, medium, sender, receiver, and noise (Shannon &

Weaver, 1963). Claude Shannon and Warren Weaver, mathematicians by trade, coauthored a book titled, The Mathematical Theorv of Communication. This piece was
groundbreaking and solidified their place in history by starting the concept of information
theory. Below is the model they developed to encapsulate their theory:
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Beyond this model, Shannon and Weaver (1963) discuss three important aspects

to comrnunication which include technical, semantic and effectiveness (Shannon &
Weaver, 1963). The technical aspect measures how well the symbols of a message are
transmitted. To clarify for the purpose of this discussion, a technical measurement
concerns the accuracy of transference from sender to receiver of sets of symbols via

written, radio, telephonic, television, voice, music or other electronic transmission
(Shannon & Weaver, 1963). Semantic problems measure a comparison between what the
sender intends to communicate and how the receiver understands what the sender

communicates. Essentially, how do the transmitted symbols convey yoLlr meaning to the
receiver in the same vein? Effectiveness then concludes whether the receiver understands
the communication and thus acts or reacts as expected. Now that we have established a
base level of communication, the next step is to discuss the developments by other
researchers beyond this conceptual, linear model.

Wilbur Schramm was a theorist on communication research. He continues to be
well-known and respected as an expert on communication theories. Schramm's
extrapolation of the Shannon-Weaver communication model incorporates new ideas that
further solidify the model. Schramm incorporates three main aspects of communication
that were not indicated on the Shannon-Weaver model, these aspects include: feedback
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from the receiver,, field of experience of both the sender and receiver involved, and
meaning of the message (Church, 1999).

Schrarrrrn's lVlodel of Cornrrrr-rnication,
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Schramm (1954) explains feedback as a response from the receiver back to the sender, as

well as continued response from the sender back to the receiver (Schramffi, 1954).
Schramm also incorporates the idea of field of experience and meaning. The sender and
receiver must share some knowledge or skills that pertain to the transmitted message and
its meaning (Schramm, 1954). Essentially, the meaning is there, but if the receiver does
not understand the context, the meaning cannot be decoded. Beyond a shared field of
experience there are other external factors that can affect the ability to communicate both

in terms of distractions and media choice.
Standard communication is an attempt to create common meaning or

understanding between a sender and receiver of a message; this communication can be

negatively influenced by noise from a variety of sources which interfere with the attempt
(Church, 1999). Gary Church, a Reference Librarian at Sam Houston State University in
Texas, wrote an article titled, "The Human-Computer lnterface and Information Literacy:
Some Basics and Beyond",

within thishe describes threemain types of noise: literal,

knowledge, and experience. In order for communication to be effective, one needs to

-f

A message can only contain meaning to the

understand the definition of the message.

receiver if he or she can decode the symbols (Church, 1999). With e-mail being a
developing element of these communication models, Church uses the Shannon-Weaver
model, along with Schramm's extrapolation of it, and applies it to communication via

a

computer interface. Church does not touch on e-mail communication specifically.
However, his discussion around the idea of a medium, that has no infuitive knowledge, is
imperative to this research due to possible organizational implications. According to
Church (1999), human and computer interface research evaluates how computer systems
affect users, both individually and within an organrzation: specifically in regards to the
computer systems structure and function (Church, 1999). The aim is to discover design
and implementation methods that minimize negative effects, Church (1999) also

concludes that poorly designed computer interfaces can increase worker absenteeism,
reduce productivity, affect

job satisfaction and lead to fear and insecurity (Church, 1999).

To enhance Church's research on how a computer interface can affect comffrunication,
please see Devito's (2007) transactional models below and how they evolve evenfually

into a computer mediated model (Devito ,2007 , p.22):
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The above transformation of communication models from linear to spherical,
once technology becomes involved, visually indicates how communicating can become

more complicated. The most important aspect transactional models bring to light is the
continuous feedback loop, even through computer-mediated communication (Devito,
2007). Now that I have established the base models of communication, through the
developments over time and media, I

will further explore the effect non-verbal cues have

in communication, whether present or not.
Non-verbal cues, specifically the absence of them, can decrease the clarity of

a

communication. Non-verbal cues include: facial expressions, eyes, touching, tone of
voice, dress, posfure, spatial distance, material objects, and even silence (Miller, lgBB).

Dr. Patrick Miller holds

a

Ph.D. in education from Ohio State University, as well as a

Master's certificate in Government Contracting from George Washington University
School of Business and Public Management. According to Miller, non-verbal cues are a
considerable portion of standard communication. Miller (1988) claims

7o/o

of

communication is through words and93o/o is through a combination of facial expressions
and verbal intonation, at 55Yo and 38% respectively

(Miller,

1988). These percentages

indicate the heavy presence non-verbal cues can have in a conversation. A number of
theorists have disputed these percentages due to the difficulty to separate the non-verbal
and verbal cues. However,

it is not widely disputed that non-verbal

cues play a large part

in communication and its effectiveness. Miller (l98B) indicates words have limitations,
non-verbal signals are powerful, non-verbal messages are likely to be more genuine, nonverbal signals can express feelings too disturbing to state, and a separate communication
channel is necessary to help send complex messages (Miller, lgBB). It is impoftant to be

I
aware of the dominance of the non-verbal message.

verbal and non-verbal, the non-verbal

If there is any confusion between the

will dominate the communication (Miller,

1988).

Non-verbal cues play a significant role in immediate feedback in communication. Nonverbal actions bypass conscious thinking and create an immediate response (Miller,
1988). This mirrors Schramm's extrapolation of the Shannon-Weaver communication

model, where he incorporates the concept of feedback. Miller illustrates the implications

of non-verbal communication in a teaching setting. For the purposes of Miller's (1988)
sfudy, non-verbal communications include: facial expressions, tone of voice, eyes, dress,
touching, posture, and spatial distance (Miller, 1988). Verbal communication is easy to

halt; however, it is difficult to turn off the non-verbal as even silence speaks (Miller
198B).

Miller (1988) lists five reasons why humans use non-verbal in communications:
I

)

Words have limitations

2)

Non-verbal signals are powerful

3)

Non-verbal messages are likely to be more genuine

4) Non-verbal

signals can express feelings too disturbing to state

5) A separate communication channel is necessary to help send complex
messages.

(Miller, 1988).
When trying to interpret verbal messages one must employ cognitive processing, whereas

non-verbal actions can skip this cognitive analysis and evoke immediate response (Miller,
1988). Regardless of the type of response, the immediacy of this response is the key to

this research. Another aspect to continue to keep in mind is the context of the message. Is
the communication a simple message or one that requires much explanation? Do the
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sender and receiver have a relationship or do they not know each other? It is imperative

to keep these contextual factors in mind when communicating.
The subject of Miller's study was teachers in a classroom setting. Miller's (1988)
theory to test was whether the expectations of the teacher expressed non-verbally, can
foster academic achievement (Miller, 198B). IQ tests were taken by the subject's
students. After the scores were gathered, a list of what the teachers were told were high
scorers were compiled and provided to the teachers. [n actuality, the students on the list

were chosen at random, not by their test scores. The expectation was made to the teachers
that the students on the list would achieve an increase in intellectual performance (Miller,
1988). What

Miller (1998) determined is students on that list indeed achieved higher

scores at the end of the term

(Miller, 1988). Miller's (l9BB) conclusion to this study was

that the teachers may have conveyed non-verbal expectation messages through facial
expressions,, gestures, touch and spatial relationships with the students on that list
198B).

(Miller,

Miller (1988) extrapolates that non-verbal expectancy behaviors may have been

all that was needed to change the students' self-image, motivation, or achievement

(Miller, l98B). Miller's theory that non-verbal cues can portray expectations

as

well

as

bring about results increases clout in the power of non-verbal cues. Applying the results
of non-verbal cues in a teacher to student setting to a manager to employee setting is

a

logical parallel. To develop this discussion further, I will discuss how less face-to-face
interaction in a business setting can influence business hierarchies, breaking down
or ganizati onal charts.

Theories on non-verbal cues continue to be studied in today's world. Daniel
Goleman, an author who holds a Ph.D. from Harvard and has reported on brain and
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behavioral sciences for many years, discusses what he calls neural mirrors. Goleman
(2006) explains scientific evidence that people understand others by decoding their
actions into a neural language that prepares us to act the same way the other person is
acting (Goleman, 2006). This parallel circuitry experience by people in a communication

allows people to share the intent of a given moment. Goleman (2006) states, "sensing
what other people intend-and why-offers invaluable social information, letting us keep
step ahead of whatever

will

a

happen next, like social chameleons" (Goleman,2006, p.42).

Sharing physical space with someone, while communicating, has physiological effect on
people. Translation of actions, or non-verbal cues, often takes precedence over translating
words.

How a leader communicates with their employees may influence morale. John E.
Baird and Patricia H. Bradley are professors and authors affiliated with the University of
Michigan and Indiana University respectively. Together, they describe a correlation
between communication and employee morale. A 25-item questionnaire provides
interesting correlations between managerial communication and employee morale, results
show 67 statistically significant correlations out of 100 (p<.05) (Baird & Bradley, 1978).

According to Baird and Bradley (1978), the quality of relationship with one's supervisor

positively correlates with the style and content of their communication style (Baird &
Bradley, 1978). This study could be re-investigated now and further developed to include
e-mail communications versus face-to-face interaction with management; this
investigation could uncover if correlations are still as strong in electronic communication.
Frederick Williams brings into the discussion an argument revolving around the lack
what he calls paralanguage in e-mail. He defines paralanguage properties to include:

Augsburg Coilege Library

of
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loudness, pitch, rate, and hesitation patterns in speech (Williams, 1992). Williams (1992)
focuses in on the importance of management communications; he affirms that leadership

communication is the basis for guiding the organization's internal operations (Williams,
1992). He discusses his theories about the evolution of business and services as media for

communication continue to develop and change, as well as the expectations around those
communications. ln a related poll, 113 employees at two different engineering consulting

firms, Myria Allen ( 1995) uncovers high correlations between positive feedback and
perceived organizational support (Allen, 1995). The questions on this survey are
focusing on formal feedback from management to employees, formal as in face-to-face,
and its relationship with morale

(Allen, 1995). These correlations continue to illustrate

the connection between how and by what media people communicate, with how well the
message is conveyed as well as received. Not only is one-on-one communication

influenced by the increased levels of e-mails, the opportunity to mass communicate via e-

mail has exposed some communication hurdles regarding effectiveness and perception of
the message.

The ease of use and ability to broadcast among many people at once allows the
transmission of information without the permission of the receiver (Wurman, 1989). With
this, there can be an increase in unwanted communications by the receiver. Rana
Tassabehji, is a lecfurer in e-business and information systems representing the School of
Management at the University of Bradford, U.K. and Maria Vakola is a lecturer in
organizational behavior representing Athens University of Economics and Business in
Greece. Together, they wrote an article in which one point argues that mass broadcasting
an e-mail can ultimately save administrative time, but can also make people more wary

of
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the content they are sending (Tassabehji

& Vakola,2005). A positive implication of

mail they position is when using e-mail, the receiver has more time to formulate

e-

a

response, which face-to-face and telephone communications do not allow (Tassabehji

&

Vakola, 2005). Younghwa Lee is an assistant professor representing the University of
Kansas, School of Business. Kenneth Kozar is a professor of information systems

representing the University of Colorado/Boulder, School of Business. Kai Larsen is an
assistant professor also representing the University of Colorado/Boulder, School

of

Business. This trio studies the recent onset of visually enhanced e-mail, called avatar e-

mail, which provides senders with several rich feafures to enhance their communication
(Lee, Kazar & Larson, 2005). Essentially, a user chooses an avatar, which is an image to
be sent with an e-mail, to represent them to whoever they are communicating with. An

avatar's appearance, body movement, and voice can all be customized. Essentially, an
avatar is an animated image that travels with the text one has written in an e-mail
message (Lee, Kozar

& Larson,2005). Avatar's

can be anything from an image of a

guitar to an animated image of a human face. For the purpose of this paper and the
sfudies being reviewed, I am focusing on the animated image of a human face. Avatar e-

mail, as well as other similar kinds of enhanced e-mail developments, is emerging as an
alternative to traditional e-mail. This is because of its capability for accomplishing the
same tasks

with additional communication cues shown visually with the avatar's image.

This result was uncovered in a study of South Korean business professionals who use
avatar e-mail in their daily work (Lee, Kozar

& Larson, 2005). The effectiveness of

avatar e-mail could corroborated by the previous discussion on neural mirrors, and the

physiological influence they have in communication by Goleman. These mirrors could be

t4
emulated by viewing an avatar image along with an e-mail communication. The visual
presence of facial expressions can trigger physiological results, helping the receiver

translate a message and provide effective feedback. Emoticons came before avatar's and
are still widely used in e-mail communications today, An emoticon is described as a

typed symbol used in an e-mail to help convey non-verbal images and even verbal

intonation. For example, a wink ;-) can by typed to convey sarcasm in a message or

a

smiley face :- ) could be typed to help illustrate that someone is happy (Devito, 2007).
These emoticons are coming with the younger generation as they

join the workforce.

Although these emoticons can be viewed as unprofessional to some in the workforce,
they are a large part of communications in younger generations. Along with visual cues,
avatar' s can also carry audible messages along

with an e-mail. Non-verbal

communication is not only visible, it can be heard. Williams and Joseph Devito refers to
this non-verbal communication as paralanguage. Devito is a professor with the Hunter
College of the City University of New York, and author of a number of interpersonal

communication textbooks. Paralanguage is defined as the vocal, yet non-verbal
dimension of speech (Devito, 2001). Essentially it describes how someone says
something compared to what words they actually use. The characteristics Devito (2007)
refers to are rate, volume, and pitch (Devito, 2007). These overlap with Williams's
(1992) descriptors of paralanguage which are loudness, pitch,, rate, and hesitation patterns

(Williams, 1992). All of these characteristics can influence how a message is delivered
and received (Devito, 2007).

Findings of this particular avatar sfudy show that South Korean knowledge
workers are not using traditional e-mail for upwards communication nor for highly
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ambiguous tasks (Lee, Kozar & Larsen, 2005). Traditional e-mail users choose not to use

e-mail to comrnunicate with their superiors because of unwritten organizational chart
communication rules (Lee, Kozar & Larsen, 2005). Reasons for this decision are based
upon the fact that upper managements' e-mail is often funneled through an assistant,
sorted by sender and content (Lee, Kozar

& Larsen, 2005). E-mails to higher level

managers are usually in regards to complex tasks such as problem solving, forecasting,
and decision-making support. Generally there is hesitation to use e-mail for highly

ambiguous tasks because such tasks require multiple non-verbal cues (voice, emotion,
body movement) to prevent misunderstandings and confusion, and traditional e-mail
lacks these cues (Lee,, Kozar & Larsen, 2005). E-mail with rich communication features,

like avatars, will be used in the coming years as a rich communication alternative for
upward communication much like face-to-face or telephone interaction (Lee, Kozar &.
Larsen, 2005). Obviously business practices and customs are different in South Korea
than in America; application of this particular study needs to incorporate that
understanding. South Korea and other East Asian cultures tend to be early adopters of
technology (Lee, Kozar & Larsen, 2005). The assumption is the adoption of these
technologies in Westem cultures is inevitable.
Some negatives of using emoticons and avatars in e-mail could be the perception

of the receiver. An emoticon or avatar could be considered to be informal and the
receiver could f'eel disrespected. Technology is another factor that is out of the sender's

control. The receiver(s) could have a different computer interface that does not accept the
image file the avatar is set up in, or their sound could be tumed off. This could affect
either a visible or audible avatar in conveying nonverbal cues both visually and verbally.

t6
Overall comfort with technology could also influence the effectiveness of avatar and/or
emoticons conveying non-verbal cues. These implications emphasize again the
importance of knowing your audience and choosing the appropriate medium for
communication based on context.

Communication, and the medium chosen, can influence cross-culfural
communication including between men and women. Frederick Williams discusses the
theory of a post-industrial economy. He suggests the future industry growers will not be

in the heavy industries (such as automobiles and steel) but focused more on information
and knowledge based industries and services (Williams, 1992). He discusses

communication and how the speed at which media are evolving affects the concept of

a

global business model. Effective communication is the building block that will make or
break this evolution (Williams, 1992). Although this source is over 15 years old, it is
becoming more relevant as internet commerce continues to increase. In regards to gender
differences, a significant correlation exists (at the 0.01 level Pearson 2-tailed) between
the three following categories: frequency of e-mail usage and confidence of computer
usage, confidence of computer usage and reliance on e-mail, and gender and confidence

(Tassabehji & Vakola, 2005). ln the categories of frequency of e-mail usage and
confidence of e-mail usage higher confidence leads to more e-mail use (Tassabehji &

Vakola, 2005). In confidence of computer usage and reliance on e-mail findings show
higher comfort level with computers leads to an increase of e-mail use (Tassabehji &
Vakola, 2005). Regarding gender and confidence men are more confident using
technology to communicate, and use it more often than women (Tassabehji & Vakola,

t7
2005). There are implications of using technology both in individual communications as

well

as

working within groups, both in person as well as virtually.
Esat Alpay (2005), a senior lecfurer in Transferable Skills for the Graduate

Schools at Imperial College, argues that incoherent dialogue between members and

misinterpretation of written word, especially without non-verbal

cues

, can lead to further

clanfication requirements (Alpay, 2005). He also suggests regardless if someone is part
of an e-mail group or a face-to-face group, standard group qualities must exist in order to
have a chance at success (Alpay, 2005). These qualities are:

1.

Group members share common aims, goals or objectives

2. Group members openly perceive themselves as being a group
3. Group members expect to interact to reach an effective decision
(Alpay, 2005).
Differences are evident befween face-to-face and e-mail group interaction. lt is difficult
to convey and clarify shared goals as well as measure the motivations of members in an
e-mail format. The frequency of communication in e-mail groups is significantly higher
than in a face-to-face situation group siruation. Alpay (2005) argues increased e-mail

communication is most likely due to less effective communication because of the limited
opporfunity for feedback, and lack of ability to interpret verbal and non-verbal cues.
(Alpay, 2005) It is difficult to convey importance and strong belief on an issue when you
do not have the opporlunity to use verbal and non-verbal cues such as tone of voice,
pauses, inflection, facial expressions, posture and others (Alpay, 2005). Any emotion that
can affect a communication is

difficult to send in written word; too many misconceptions

can be reached by reading into a statement. The sender may be joking when he/she writes

l8
an e-mail, but the receiver may

think they are being serious about the content. Alpay

(2005) persists emotion is difficult to convey as a sender as well as interpret as a receiver.
On the contrary, Alpay also discusses a possible negative to face-to-face interactions. It
surrounds the idea of productivity and creativity in idea generation, and how it can be
held back due to interference and distractions from other team members (Alpay, 2005).
The perceived anonymity when sending an e-mail, versus discussing something face-toface may help people feel more comfortable sharing their ideas publicly.

All in all, there is a common theme that non-verbal cues are an integral part of
effective communication. To have effective communication there needs to be a method of
feedback. Immediacy of that feedback is imperative to the process. Feedback in e-mail is
possible, but without the non-verbal cues in either direction the communication can be
affected, especially if what is being communicated has any ambiguity. Ambiguity in

communication can lead to misinterpretation of semantics conveyed in a message,
because of the lack of the non-verbal cues to help define the context of the

communication. The hierarchical context from which a message generates also needs to
be taken into account.

If

a leader

within an organization is communicating with their

staff, it is important to consider the content of the message as well as the context of the
communication. This is also important information to consider when communicating

cross-culturally, both in the area of global culrures as well as gender differences. Joseph
Devito (2007) developed a model of intercultural communication that visually explains
how culture can influence a message's content and form (Devito, 2007. The model
Devito developed is shown on the next page.
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(Devito, 2007, p.46). Culrure is the base that influences how messages are sent and
received in communication. Culture, for the purpose of this diagram and discussion,
consists of your cultural beliefs, values and attifudes (Devito,2007). Devito (2007)
discusses six principles for improving intercultural communication: education, reduce

uncertainty, recognize differences, confrontation of stereotypes, adjusting

of

communication, and management of cuhure shock (Devito, 2007). All of the principles
Devito describes are important, for this discussion I am focusing on his explanation of
adjusting communication. Devito (2007) explains that an adjustment principle is present
when the people communicating have different vocabularies and/or different meanings of
words or symbols (Devito, 2007). This is evident in siruations such as an adult
communicating with a child, or interculrural communication. In intercultural

communication symbols and gestures can mean very different things. In face-to-face
communication it is difficult enough to ensure effective communication. In e-mail
communication you lose the ability to read body language, symbols, and gestures. This
requires significant investment upfront to plan an effective e-mail message in

intercultural communications. The risks are higher in an intercultural situation of misscommunicating.
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The benefits of e-mail, in regards to its inexpensiveness and asynchronicity, are

possibly offset by the lack of non-verbal cues to assist your message being communicated
properly. E-mail has its benefits as far as speed, efficiency, and asynchronicity that
cannot be denied. However, its lack of ability, currently, to convey non-verbal cues can
be a detriment to the effectiveness of the message.

E-mail and Productivity
The increase of e-mail communications may have a positive or negative

correlation to productivify. Thomas Jackson is a lecturer representing the Computer
Science Department at Loughborough University in the U.K., Ray Dawson is a senior

lecturer with Jackson, and Darren Wilson is the lnformation Systems Director at the
Danwood Group in Lincoln, U.K. Together, they completed a study to review the costeffectiveness of e-mail over a few years at the same company, Danwood Group.
Danwood Group is located in the U.K. and employs over 500 people (Jackson et

a1.,

2003). These researchers are attempting to determine whether there is a true hard cost
associated with each e-mail opened. The article provides empirical evidence that

l5 minutes to recover from a phone call intemrption

it takes

(Jackson et a1.,2003). According to

this article, no empirical research has been done on recovery time from e-mail
interruption (Jackson et al., 2003). For the purpose of analysis, the researchers define an
e-mail inten-uption as any e-mail distraction that makes employees stop their planned

activity (Jackson et al., 2003). Researchers used

a remote

monitoring system that allowed

them to watch the employees screen remotely. By observing live behavior, they could
determine how many times they checked e-mail, how fast they reacted to new mail as

well

as

how long it took them to get back to the task they were working on before the

2r
intemrption (Jackson et a1.,2003). According to the researchers it takes an average of I
minute 44 seconds to react to a new e-mail, 7A% within 6 seconds of arrival and 85%

within 2 minutes of arrival (Jackson et a1.,20A3). They also find the time it takes to
recover from e-mail intemrptions and return to work at the same work rate as before is 64
seconds (Jackson et al., 2003).

Another sfudy uses a formula to evaluate the daily cost to an organization for its
employees to read e-mail:

(t, + t2)*w*n
t1

:

:

Cost of reading e-mail

time taken to read all messages received (measured in minutes)

t2: total intemrpt

recovery time (measured in minutes)

w

:

average employee wage per minute

n

:

number of employees within the organization

(Jackson, et al. 2006).

For this particular study the results of the equation above is 40,848 pounds a day, which
extrapolates to 9.8 million pounds a year. The data to calculate these numbers equal an
average employee receiving23 e-mail messages per day, equating to 29 minutes

of

reading e-mails per day, along with a recovery time of 64 seconds per message (Jackson
et a1., 2006). This equals 1.3 minutes per e-mail. On average, I personally receive

upwards of B0 e-mails a day. If you extrapolate 1.3 minutes per e-mail for 80 e-mails
day it equals

I hour

a

and 40 minutes spent just reading e-mails in a day. This does not

include responding or reacting to them. Thomas Jackson, the same co-author of previous

article referenced, Anthony Burgess a former research student at Loughborough
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University in the U.K., and Janet Edwards a fellow lecturer with Thomas Jackson
conclude that the implementation of a back to basics approach to e-mail communication
may increase e-mail efficiency in the workplace. This conclusion is based on the
organization discussed in this study and supported by the B% financial savings tied to e-

mail management training (Jackson et a1.,20A6). Even though this study focuses on one
organization, the authors are confident that their study reveals how an organization can
become more effective by reducing the cost associated with e-mail use through training
employees how to use e-mail effectively (Jackson et aL.,2006). They also conclude that
leadership in other organtzations would also benefit from an increase in productivity by

training themselves and their employees (Jackson, et al., 2006).
Jenni Ingham, a Researcher at New Bridge Street Consultants in London, U.K.,
conducts interviews in her research to determine whether e-mail overload exists in the

U.K. workplace. In her study, she establishes a link between seniority and number of emails received and indicates overload exists. What she can not distinguish in her study is
the volume of personal e-mails versus work e-mails, and

if personal e-mails

have the

same effect as work e-mails. Ingham (2003) explains e-mail overload as a situation when

the amount of e-mails being sent and received becomes too difficult to manage,

overwhelming the user (Ingham,2003). Ingham's methodology for this srudy includes
both qualitative and quantitative material through interviewing 20 subjects and asking
them to journal how many e-mails they sent and received in a week. Scattering her
subjects throughout different areas and hierarchical levels of the organization gives her
research more depth. Her summaries and conclusions expose almost 65% of people used

e-mail the most for correspondence with the remaining 35% using it second most

-r1
/.J

(lngham, 2003). Ingham (2003) also obtains results indicating employees being
overwhelmed and anxious due to the number of e-mails they receive in a workweek
(Ingham, 2003).
Tassabehji and Vakola, previously mentioned academic lecfurers, also perform a

quantitative survey around the role of e-mail use in business organtzations. Six hundred
employees of 50 companies, based in the United Kingdom, are involved in this study.
Generally, this sfudy reveals that e-mail is considered to be a valuable medium of

communication that fits in well with verbal and other written media (Tassabehji &
Vakola,, 2005). Some statistical survey results regarding e-mail use in the workplace are:

o

Over l13 feel e-mail is crucial to theirjob.

o

t/z state

o

?o/o

o

3 out of 5 do not feel overwhelmed by e-mail

o

3 out of 5 send out confidential information via e-mail

e-mail helps them do their job better

feel e-mail prohibits getting work done

(Tassabehji & Vakola, 2005).

Incorporated into this study is a list of fourteen characteristics of business
communications where the respondents are to compare e-mail with face-to-face,
telephone, and letter-writing. Tassabehji and Vakola (2005) identify e-mail to combine
elements of telephone, face-to-face, and letter-writing (Tassabehji & Vakola, 2005). lt
acts much like the telephone in terms of conveying aggression, honesty, directness,

offensiveness, formality, and as a medium that allows communication to be conclusive.

E-rnail allows for similar qualities of honesty, expressiveness, and impersonality

as

letters, and has a similar level of fonnality as face-to-face communication (Tassabehji &

24

Vakola, 2005). E-mail is also seen as more impersonal, brief, accessible, rapid, and
productive than telephone communication (Tassabefui & Vakola, 2005).

Ali Farhoomand, is an associate professor of business

and Director of the Centre

for Asian Business Cases at the University of Hong Kong, and Don Drury, is a professor
of accounting and MIS at McGill University, Montreal, Quebec, Canada. They perform

a

survey of 124 managers in manufacturing, financial services, transportation, and
government agencies in Australia, Hong Kong, the U.K., and the U.S. The empirical
survey asks four questions surrounding e-mail and productivity:

r

What does information overload mean to you?

.

How often do you experience it?

.

What are its primary sources?

I

When facing it, what do you do to improve the situation?

(Farhommand & Dmry 2002).

Ninety-four percent of the interviewees label themselves

as managers or professionals.

Close to 80% of these professionals feel overload is due to an excessive volume of

information. Sixty-two percent find difficulty or impossibility of managing e-mails due to
volume, and 53o/o frnd most e-mails to be irrelevant or unimportant (Farhoomand &

Drury 2002). Beyond these statistics, the below table illustrates how the aforementioned
information overload specifically affects their work.
Table I :
Effect
Loss of time
Negative effect on work
Reduced efficiency
Frustration, tiredness, stress
Negative effect on decision quality

Number
B7
4B
19
1g

t0

Percenta e
-aaol
tL/o

40%
16%
16%
13%
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Reduced

ductivi

10

Effect on department or whole
organization
Damage to personal life
None

ool
ulo

I

-t

4
4

3%

ol
t/o

J10/,/O

(Farhoomand & Drury 2002).
Evidence of overload and other effects can be derived from their results. Due to the heavy

influx of electronic communication, morale and productivity may be adversely affected

if

controls are not put into place to manage e-mails. The authors note that information
overload can cause delays, mistakes, and nonperforrnance and it can evenrually decrease
the quality of work (Farhoomand

& Drury

2002).

The studies discussing productivity indicate that e-mail's affect on people's

productivity boils down to personal knowledge, experience, and control of the user
(Farhoomand & Drury 2002). Data indicates that productivity is increased due to the

ability to e-mail, where there are also data that indicates that it limits productivity due to
volume of e-mails and the intemrptions they cause (Farhoomand & Drury 2002).
Productivity can also be affected by non-tangibles such as morale of the user. The lack of
personal face-to-face communication from leaders to their employees can influence
morale, especially if the e-mails are informally written.

E-mail can be

a

productive communication tool if used appropriately and not

abused both in regards to the message as

well

as the

volume. E-mail can be valuable

when required to send attachments for review, or quick confirmations. I believe it is an

effective confirmation tool, but it has drawbacks when used as a complete
communication tool. If an e-mail is sent without enough clarity in the message, it can
lead to further e-mail communications back and forth in order to clarify the message
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leading to increased volume and unnecessary CC and BC messages, further flooding
inboxes.

E-mail and its Role in Personal and Business Risk
E-mail may pose personal risks that could lead to potential business risks. The
human moment is described as an authentic psychological encounter that can happen only
when two people share the same physical space (Hallowell, 1999). Hallowell (1999)
argues that the effectiveness of communication can atrophy due to the human interaction

portion of communication disappearing (Hallowell, 1999). This is largely due to the
avoidance of face-to-face communications in lieu of using electronic media. A

psychiatrist by trade, Hallowell continues to see an increase in patients seeking him out
because they feel lonely, isolated, or confused at work (Hallowell, 1999). When human

moments are few and far between oversensitivity, self-doubt, and even boorishness and
abrasive curtness can be observed in the best of people (Hallowell, 1999). The loss

of

non-verbal cues, such as body language, tone of voice, and facial expressions, along with
the possible loss of field of experience

with an individual, can lead to ineffective

communications. These miscommunications can lead to what Hallowell terms, toxic

worry. Toxic worry is anxiety that has no basis in reality; it immobilizes the sufferer and
leads to indecision or destructive action (Hallowell, 1999).

Risks that come out of increased e-mail usage as a communication medium
include a loss of a sense of community. This could lead to people feeling isolated and
alone. With the convenience of e-mail communication there are fewer reasons to arrange
face-to-face discussions. Leonard Zegans, a psychiatrist and professor at the University

of California at San Francisco Medical School, suggests when people do not
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communicate face-to-face, the theory is less thoughtful feedback is being provided
(Zegans, 2008). There is also an expectation of accelerated communication and an

implied requirement for immediate feedback. Two outcomes that develop from the
acceleration expectation of e-mail communication are the expectation of the sender to
receive an equally instantaneous response, not to mention the pressure on the receiver to
send that response, and secondly, the sender is looking for immediate feedback that non-

verbal cues usually provide. This perceived expectation can decrease the creativity and
thought process that should go into a response (Zegans,2008). Another downfall of the
convenience and flippant use of e-mail is the lack of interest in clarity, proper grammar,
and correct spelling

within a message. This may be perceived by the receiver

as an insult

that the sender did not take the time to 'speak' appropriately nor construct their message

effectively. It can lessen the importance of the communication and the effectiveness of
the intended message (Zegans,2008). The third risk Zegans puts forward is temptation.

Due to the ability to be anonymous online, the perception that nobody is watching you,
and the perception that you cannot be held accountable for your actions, may lead people

to behave differently (Zesans, 2008). People write things they would not normally say in
person because they feel they have a shield. This can lead to high-risk behaviors. Lastly,
Zegans discusses dissociation; dissociation and temptation somewhat tie together in

Zegans' evaluation. He believes that people tend to exhibit irrational risk behavior due to
the problems of a modular-cognitive separation (Zegans, 2008).

E-mail communication has become a burden for employees due to the following
reasons: overwhelming volume, losing important items, and feeling pressured to respond

quickly (Jackson et al., 2006). These burdens increase costs and risks due to lowered

28

employee productivity and increased employee stress levels. Many e-mails that are sent
and received are deemed "irrelevant or unnecessary" one sfudy indicated:

o

16% of e-mail messages received were copied unnecessarily

o

13% of e-mail messages received were irrelevant or untargeted

o

4l% of e-mail messages received were for informational

o

46% of actionable e-mail message s received stated what action is expected

o

56% of employees agreed e-mail is used too often instead of phone or face-to-face

purposes

communication

o

45% of employees say their e-mail messages are easy to read

(Jackson et al., 2006).

According to Jim VanderMeer (2006), a Director of Product Management for

a

provider of enterprise e-mail governance solutions, two major categorical risks of using
e-mail for business communications exist, threats and vulnerabilities (VanderMeer,
2006). Threats are defined by results of financial losses, blackmail, sabotage, and
employees disclosing confidential or information that could be embarrassing to the
business (VanderMeer, 2006). Vulnerabilities expose businesses in the form of passwords

or proprietary information being leaked. Unclear policies regarding information sharing
and the lack of training of employees on how to use e-mail communications, lead to these

risks. These threats and vulnerabilities are amplifying at an alarming rate as e-mails
comprise more than 60% of internal and external business communications. VanderMeer

(2006) approximates that 2-5% of all corporate e-mail messages contain data or
information that is legally protected or considered proprietary to the business from which

it originates (VanderMeer, 2006). When leaders and employees neglect good e-mail

29

habits or overlook the significance of e-mail as a business record, the results can be
severely damaging to a business, its reputation, and potentially, its ability to operate

(VanderMeer, 2006).
Risks, other than financial, can be posed by inappropriate e-mail use in business.
People are making decisions that once were the role of their leaders (Smith,2006).

Oftentimes the messages sent in a business communication caffy attachments with data,
and other media. According to the International Data Corporation, up to 60% of e-mails
sent contain critical information and resources (Martin, 2007). People may take higher

risks; since we tend to mythologize the infallibility of computer technology and the
people who develop it. In addition, if something does go wrong, we tend to blame the
person who was supposed to send the information versus the medium chosen to

communicate the message (Zegans,2008). For example, if an employee is late to
complete an assignment due to waiting for information from someone else, that employee
may place the blame on the person who was supposed to send it versus considering the

possibility that the computer failed.

A number of risks exist to both persons and businesses when it comes to e-mail.
Sensing a loss of personal interaction may lead to detachment from society; which can
lead to risky personal behavior. In addition, with easy access to proprietary business

information and the ease of being able to send that information on in e-mail can lead to
serious business implications. Not only that, but people can become immune to

comrlunications via e-mail due to their increasing volume. lmportant communications
can be lost in the shuffle or ignored either because they are truly lost, or because of the
sheer volume

with which one has to work through.
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This review of the effects of increased e-mail usage indicates e-mail
communication carries limitations in regards to a lack of non-verbal cues, effects on

productivity, and personal and business risks. Non-verbal cues in a communication
account for a large part of a message. Basic communication models are linear; eventually
the concept of feedback was incorporated to complete the loop back to the sender. Newer,
transactional models of communication, such as Devito's interculrural model, incorporate
the influence of underlying culture and context of a communication. The application

of

these models and concepts continues to evolve as e-mail continues to evolve. The

dominance of non-verbal cues in face-to-face communication is noticeably absent in e-

mail communication. Studies show that non-verbal cues can convey expectations and
possibly influence productivity and morale. The introduction of avatar e-mail is one
attempt to revolutionize how we communicate electronically and incorporate those nonverbal cues into e-mail communications. Roles within organizations are evolving as well
as how people communicate

with each other. Along with the evolving of business

communications, the fastest increasing commodity in the business world is service.

If

people are not communicating effectively, customers may go elsewhere. E-mail also has

implications on productivity. In reviewing a few studies of the effect of e-mail on

productivity it is becoming evident that the intermptions of e-mail can decrease
productivity, increase costs, and dilute the effectiveness of the message. Interruptions are
defined as to when someone receives a visual or audible alert that a new e-mail has
arnved, and acts upon that alert. It takes time to recover from those intemrptions; this can
affect people's work due to changing tasks, as well as money lost as an employee is
recovering from an intemrption versus working. The dilution of the message can occur
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when numerous messages are required to clarify the communication due to the lack of

non-verbal cues. Lastly, personal and business risks are exposed in sfudies around lack of
human interaction leading to information leaks, toxic wony, as well as detachment from

community. This detachment can lead to destructive personal behaviors that could

ultimately expose businesses to threats and vulnerabilities. These threats and
vulnerabilities can cost companies money and time.
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Discussion and Recommendations
This section will further discuss and explain the findings in my research as well

as

the implications of these findings. It is accepted that e-mail communication is not going
to decrease in the near future,

if anything it will

increase and branch

off into more ways

to electronically communicate as in examples like Facebook and Twitter. With this
continued increase, not only in frequency but in media, increased attention must be paid
to how a medium is chosen. In addition, I

will

address the ineffectiveness of a message

without the presence of non-verbal cues. I will provide recommendations to avoid the
pitfalls that may make e-mail ineffective, as well as some alternatives to standard e-mail.
Some ideas discussed include: how can one compensate in e-mail for the lack of non-

verbal cues, how does one use e-mail so it does not adversely affect productivity, how
does one reduce the personal and business risks associated with e-mail overload and use,
and what are some alternatives?
People need to compensate when using e-mail for the lack of non-verbal cues.

Oftentimes in conversation we find ourselves saying, "What I'm saying is" or "That's not

what I meant". Sometimes you are compelled to say or hear in response to a question,

"Didn't you get my e-mail?" or "I sent you that already". The importance of non-verbal
cues and their lack of presence in e-mail communication are paramount. Non-verbal cues
can be inherently assumed by the sender or interpreted by the receiver, whether they are

intended or not. Without non-verbal cues being part of a basic comffrunication, it
becomes

difficult to convey and/or interpret a message as intended. Again, this depends

on the context of the message. This theory can be extrapolated to include recent

developments of newer communication media such as instant messaging, text messaging,

.,1

JJ

and blogs. To increase the success of conveying your message, a suggestion would be to

augment it with a follow up face-to-face or telephone conversation. Another way to
augment one's communication is to utilize a medium that incorporates rich

communication. In the avatar study, in which avatar e-mail is compared with traditional
e-mail, avatar e-mail includes a personalized virrual human image along with the e-mail
message text. The user can customize the images including facial expressions, clothes,

emotional status and even a recorded voice. Among findings in this study is a significant
difference in avatar e-mail use to communicate highly ambiguous tasks (Lee, Kozar &.
Larsen,2005). If the opportunity is there to provide a visual non-verbal cue, people will
choose

it for highly ambiguous

tasks.

It

seems to be an innate selection. These results

reinforce the comfort level of communicating a message increasing if non-verbal cues are
available to convey the message, in the set context. Understandably it is not really an
image of the sender. However, it could assist in conveying emotion. Not only does avatar

e-mail provide assistance in visual non-verbal cues, it can emulate paralanguage to help

in translating the tone of
human moment, but

if

a message. Reading an avatar enhanced

accepted

it can help convey

e-mail will not replace

a

a message as intended.

E-mail is an extremely important tool for business communications, but it should
only be used in appropriate situations. Many companies are implementing new
collaboration forums such as Microsoft's SharePoint. These programs allow for people to
communicate in shared forums wherein documents can be shared, as well as

communication threads sumounding the topics involved. According to Microsoft
Corporation, SharePoint is a web-based platform where information can be shared and
collaboration can happen among teams and communities (Microsoft,2009). ln addition,
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users can create their own workspaces and share information and documents across
teams, departments, and organizations while

still in a controlled environment accepted by

IT departments (Microsoft,2009). These types of communication forums are only as
successful as the user's acceptance of them. Lee, Kozar and Larsen speculate that

technology implementers fail because the developers and implementers consider only
technology factors at the exclusion of human factors (Lee, Kozar & Larsen,2005). This
sludy indicates that with the incorporation of computer enhanced e-mail tools, which can

mirror true life non-verbal messages, the quality of communication can be enhanced. The
receiver of the message has a better chance of truly understanding the intent of the
message. E-mail may be productive for the sender due to its speed, ease of use and

accessibility; however, if the receiver(s) of the message do not have the same experience,
the message can be ineffective. As e-mail evolves into a more advanced medium, like
avatar representation and other accepted communication forums,

it can be better utilized.

Even with a clear communication, a message can be ineffective if it is not understood due

to content. Immediacy of feedback and shared knowledge can have implications on the
effectiveness of a communication.

E-mail communication brings a new dirnension to the concept of dialogue. The
variable length of time it can take to obtain feedback and develop meaning can change
how communications are approached. Proper expectations of an e-mail communication
need to be understood upfront, to avoid frustrations due to delays. Dialogue is defined as
a back and

forth communication with both symbols sent out, feedback coming back, and

meaning being derived. Meaning is derived with an overlap of field of experience.
Ronald Adler, a professor of Communication at Santa Barbara City College, and co-
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author Jeanne Elmhorst refer to this field of experience as the context. Four types of

communication contexts, described by Adler and Elmhorst (2008), are: physical, culrural,
social, and chronological (Adler & Elmhorst, 2008). Physical context involves where the

communication is taking place; is it in a business setting or a casual setting? Depending
on the location of the conversation, the message can be interpreted differently. Social

context is in reference to the relationship between the sender and receiver(s) of
message. How long have the people involved known each other? Is

a

it a personal or

a

business relationship? What is the history between the people? These factors can all

affect a message and how it is intelpreted. The chronological context refers to how time
affects the interaction. Time of day, time of year, to asking if the receiver has time to
have a conversation before jumping into one these may have an effect on how a message

is interpreted. It is important to respect the time of the person you are communicating

with. Lastly, there is the cuhural context. Are you communicating across generations,
genders, or culfures?

lf

so, you need to take into account your receiver's expectations

surrounding appropriate communication media (Adler & Elmhorst, 2008). Dialogue and
context only have a chance at success in e-mail communications if the technology is

working. There are pieces of this equation that are in one's control and pieces that are
not.

There is always the possibility of a systematic error making an intended message
unsuccessful. The medium could be turned off, it could have mechanical failure, or the
receiver of the message ffiay not have access to the medium to provide feedback and
close the loop. By following up on important e-mail messages with a face-to-face

conversation or a phone call, these instances could be avoided. Not only can we lose
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control of the information we send via e-mail, we can also lose control of its physical

ability to transmit to the receiver. Information can be easily deleted in error and lost. It is
not only the reliability of the technology itself that one needs to take into account; it is the
understanding of how to use, and the comfort level of using the technology that can affect
the message. Just as some people are uncomfortable speaking in public, some people are

uncomfortable communicating via e-mail. Discomfort could stem from not being
comfortable on a computer in general, to lack of confidence in writing strengths like

spelling and grammar. By using the spell check tools, a standard feature in most e-mail
programs, you can avoid spelling errors and some grammatical errors that may act as
noise and disrupt your message. As a rule, treat your e-mail like a formal written letter,
and you

will

have better success.

E-mail can be utilized in

a manner that does

not negatively influence productivity.

With the emergence of e-mail and our craving for immediate response we often end up
sending multiple messages instead of communicating

it properly in the first place. My

question is: Is the sender taking any responsibility for the medium chosen? Also,
someone does not understand what you have sent as a message that

if

it could be the

sender's fault for choosing the incorrect medium to send the message versus the receiver

misinterpreting? For example, if a manager sends an employee an e-mail to complete

a

complicated project and the results are not what the manager was expecting, who is at
fault? From the outside it may seem that the employee is at fault for not completing the
task as requested; however, I feel the manager slrould also be held accountable for not

choosing the appropriate media to communicate an assignment or augmenting the
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communication with a follow up face-to-face communication. As leaders we need to be
aware of what we are communicating, and select the appropriate media to do so.

With this preface of the importance of management communications, I want to
share some further findings and recommendations based on the basic concepts

of

communication incorporating information from the literature reviewed. Shannon-Weaver
developed a communication model that is essentially a streamlined view of how

communication happens. This model is mostly linear. All the arrows in their diagram
point to the receiver, minus the noise factor which can also affect the sender. Please refer
to this model on page 9 of this paper. This can be a lot of pressure on the receiver of

a

communication. Noise that occurs in the act of communication is any influence on a
signal that can distort the message. Church (1999) describes three main types of noise:

Iiteral, knowledge, and experience (Church, I 999). Literal noise would be your
background noise, bangs and booms that interfere with physical hearing. Knowledge
noise would be the lack of knowledge on either the sender or receiver's part regarding the
subject being discussed. Experience noise is the experience of communication between
the communicators and

if they have a history of communicating or not (Church,

I

999).

Noise can also affect the message in how it is received, understood and its overall
effectiveness. Adler and Elmhorst (2008) describe three different types of noise: physical,

physiological, and psychological. Physical noise can be voices in the background or
something like a phone ringing, physiological noise can be a hearing disorder or a

disability, while psychological noise can be existing stereotypes, egotism and/or
assumptions (Adler & Elmhorst, 2008). Being aware of the capacities of noise
surrounding your communication will help in choosing the best medium. It is not only
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one-on-one communications that are influenced by media choice, group situations can be

exponentially affected because of the number of communications that can be occurring
concurrently.
Group communications may also be affected by the medium employed. Alpay

(2005) concludes that the frequency of communications events in e-mail groups is
significantly higher than in a face-to-face situation group situation (Alpay, 2005). Alpay
(2005) argues that when e-mail is used to communicate in work groups more
communications need to happen (Alpay,2005). He concludes this occurs because of the
decreased effectiveness of e-mail communication due to limited opporluniry for feedback
and lack of ability to interpret verbal and non-verbal cues.

It is difficult to convey

importance and strong belief on an issue when you do not have the opportunity to use
verbal and non-verbal cues such as tone of voice, pauses, inflection, facial expressions,
poslure and others (Alpay 2005). Effective communication among informal leaders and
peers in a group also requires the well thought out selection of the correct medium

of

communication to lead to the highest level of productivity. Face-to-face communications,
especially in leadership situations, are more effective in obtaining results than e-mail
communication. Alpay's (2005) work illustrates that group work and communication

within a group is more effective when e-mail communication is augmented with face-toface communication (Alpay, 2005). Michelle Boule (2008) emphasizes the benefits

of

working witlr groups online. She believes that if a team leader integrates technology into
the workflow,

it is a show of respect. One can work on their own time, at their own

speed, and face-to-face meetings are limited. Less face-to-face meetings allow for actual

time available to work on the project at hand (Boule, 2008). Boule (2008) maintains that
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employees are more satisfied and productive when they can work at their own pace as

well as in comfortable surroundings, without compromising the access to information
required (Boule, 2008). When employees feel they are trusted and respected to complete

work assignments, with little to no oversight, they feel more empowered. Higher morale
inherently leads to higher productivity.

Three other things to consider when evaluating e-mail and its influence on

productivity are intermptions, recovery time from those intemrptions, and the costs
associated.

A typical business worker is intemrpted 6 to 8 times

a day, equaling about

28% of a knowledge workers day or 28 billion hours ayear (Macklem,2006). This
extrapolates to $5BB billion dollars a year, using $21 as an average wage per hour

(Macklem,2006). It is not only the intemrption itself that can affect productivity; it is
also the chain of events that occur after the interruption takes place. Oftentimes, after

being intemrpted while working on a task, a person

will

stop doing the task they were

initially working on and move to something else. This influences prioritization and
productivity. In addition to tangible time costs, there are intangible costs such

as being

overwhelmed by the volume of e-mails received and being expected to provide

a

response.

E-mail communication is here to stay and ultimately will continue to increase in
use as well as be more accessible for more levels of employees. As with all

communication there needs to be a common ground and understanding of what is going
to be discussed, to be most effective. This is especially imperative in e-mail
communications since non-verbal cues which could indicate someone does not
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understand may be

difficult to detect over standard e-mail, which may delay effective

communication. This might lead to epidemic productivity reductions and loss of proper
business communication

skill

sets. Further research needs to be done to develop

procedures and rules for use of e-mail in the workplace. E-mail is an inexpensive way to
send a message, but in the long run,

it may cost more in productivity loss and lack of

initiative from employees to be productive. Farhoomand and Drury Q002) claim that
information overload affects decision making in two ways: unable to physically locate the
information or failure to use relevant information. This could lead to overlooking critical
information and/or utilizing bad information leading to bad decisions (Farhoomand &

Drury, 2002). We all reahze and accept face-to-face communication is not always
possible or necessary.

The other side of the productivity debate is in the benefit of asynchronicity of e-

mail. With the globalization of our economies and business world, oftentimes we are
working with teams across the globe. E-mail comes in to play in these situations when

a

communication is required, but the time zones do not comply with normal business
hours. Along with asynchronicity there is the opportunity in e-mail to use language
translators, if required, to read a message in a different language. This can be done on
one's own time and pace due to the nature of e-mail's accessibility when the receiver is
ready to accept the communication. Ultimately

it is up to

each one of us to use

technology to our benefit. We have the control, now it is time to learn and accept the

implications of improper utilization of the technology.

4r
Increasing access to technological communications, such as e-mail, have spawned
an addiction, just like any classic addiction, where mental health problems such as
depression, low self-esteem, and relationship difficulties occur as a result (Macklem,

2006). When people are addicted to something, it is easier to become overwhelmed and
hide or separate from reality. This detachment could lead to higher risk behaviors such as
not caring about what you write in an e-mail. Personal risk may lead into potential
company risk. As employees in organizations have access to proprietary business

information and e-mail, there is a level of risk that needs to be taken into account at all
levels. The increase of e-mail as the chosen medium in business communications has a

positive correlation to the increase of both personal and business risks. E-mail, if not
managed properly, can become overwhelming to an individual due to the sheer volume. It
also has a tendency to become addictive to some users. With the continued development

of portable communication devices, this dependency will only continue to increase. In
addition to increased personal risk with e-mail communication, there are serious potential
business risks due to the ease of use and access to e-mail communication.

The effectiveness of communication is more important than the number

of

communications. Adler and E,lmhorst's (2008) model of communication illustrates their
theories on noise, as well as a lack of feedback being a message:
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(Adler &Elmhorst, 2008, p. 9).
Quality not quantity is a measure of effective communication. The effectiveness of an act

of communication often depends on the non-verbal aspect. This aspect often requires the
physical, tangible presence of all involved in the communication. The difference between
being visible and being tangibly present is important. Although non-verbal cues can be
transmitted through a screen, the tangible presence factor can reduce the effectiveness
the communication. For example,

if

of

avatar e-mail is used, it may try to convey an

emotion. However, that emotion may be interpreted more seriously if experienced in
person. This is shown in the model above as each communicator is a sender and receiver

in a face-to-face setting. Adler and Elmhurst (2008) argue that more communication does
not always achieve success either (Adler & Elmhurst, 2008). Sometimes people really do
understand each other perfectly fine, they just have different beliefs on the issue being
discussed (Adler

& Elmhurst, 2008). In a situation such as this, the communication

is

successful in being conveyed, but the actions desired are not achieved. This lack of
feedback, especially in an e-mail conversation, can actually be measured as the feedback;
the receiver understands the request, they just do not want to act on

it. Further
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communications in this type of situation may only exacerbate the chasm befween the
parties involved (Adler & Elmhorst, 2008). It may be perceived that the receiver does not
understand and could be taken as an insult. When people communicate without the other
party physically present, it is easy to dissociate from the sifuation and not put the amount

of true energy required into a conversation. Sometimes an e-mail is sent to defer a later
conversation in an attempt to buy time. These empty communications only add to

people's inboxes and do not serve a true purpose. The behaviors may increase personal
risk taking which can lead into potential business risks.

A hard lesson to learn is that once you send an e-mail, you lose control over that
communication. Anyone who receives your communication, whether an intended
receiver or not, can forward your message to whoever they wish. Also, in face-to-face
conversation we all know you cannot take back what you say, but it is even more difficult

with written electronic communication as what you say is documented and is hard to
refute. Not only is it documented, but the context is removed. If someone else reads an e-

mail you wrote they will not know the context the e-mail was sent in. Misinterpretations
could be monumental. This concept is eye-opening, especially when the affects on
personal risk are taken into account as well. If an employee becomes dissociated enough,
and feels they

will not be held accountable

due to the anonymity possibilities of e*mail

communication, businesses are opening themselves to significant risk. E-mail access is

still considered a right versus a privilege in a business setting, controls to this and proper
training could help close the doors on risk exposure. As mentioned throughout, the risks
e-mail exposes do not only affect communications between individuals. Working in
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groups within companies, across companies, across countries is becoming more common.
Special considerations need to be taken into account to insure full group participation.

In a group setting, the increasing use of software systems such as SharePoint and
SharePoint can help insure all members of a group are included in decision-making.
These software forums are described as a website where users can create it, post text,
sound, and video to, and edit without restrictions or required knowledge of programming

(Martin, 2007). These forums allow for group members to access the information when
they have time, without being intemrpted, and also to post questions and concerns in a
shared space. The history can be retained on who made what changes and when. This

allows for a one-stop shop to obtain information and help to affirm that the information
provided is agreed upon by those involved. DrKW, a company based in Europe, uses
forums in their business communications and have experienced a significant drop in e-

mail volume on team projects, in addition they have found that meeting lengths are cut in
half (Martin, 2007). By reducing the perceived workload on employees by people
utilizing communication responsibly, we can reduce the stresses that arise from improper
use of e-mail.

The strategic use of the human moment can help reduce the confusion and

ambiguity of eiectronic communications, develop confidence and trust as only in-person
meetings can, and reduce the toxic worry, mental fatigue, and disconnection associated

with the excessive use of electronics. This is imperative to strong leadership (Hallowell,
1999). The human moment, as defined earlier, is an authentic psychological encounter

that can happen only when two people share the same physical space (Hallowell, 1999).
Peter Denning,, the director of the Cebrowski Institute for information and innovation and
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superiority at the Naval Postgraduate School in Monterey, CA, discusses a parallel of
people's reactions to the overload of city living to the overload of electronic
communications. He references a study done by Stanley Milgram in 1970, where

Milgram concluded that people employ six strategies to cope with city life overload:
spending less time on inputs, disregarding inputs, moving the burden to others,
completely blocking the receipt of inputs, combing through inputs and weeding out
unwanted ones, and creating places to push the work off to (Denning, 2006). Denning
(2006) argues these coping strategies mirror what people do when overloaded with
communications (Denning, 2006). He extrapolates that we do not read messages in

careful fashion, we ignore messages, we send messages to others to handle, we do not

allow the receipt of messages, we comb through the messages and weed out what we do
not want to read, and we create entities to share the burden of the messages (Denning,
2006). Denning (2006) provides a provocative example that we are constantly bombarded

by full-time news feeds, but in all we are sadly very uniformed when it comes to current
events (Denning, 2006). John Teske, a Professor of Psychology with Elizabethtown

College, Elizabethtown, PA, claims electronic communication can expand our connection

with the world, but with that it can simultaneously narrow our relationships and the
definitions of our personalities. Teske (2009) states, "There is much about our
interconnectedness, our interdependence, and our relational lives that is important, even
central, to our sense of ourselves as integral, living, whole persons that may become

increasingly unavailable as we rely more heavily on electronically mediated
communication" (Teske, 2009, p. 679).

46

Another thought regarding risk is that hierarchies in businesses are being
abolished as more employees within organizations have access to e-mail. If everyone in
an organization has access to e-mail, that is an open risk. This privilege, taken as a right,
can affect decisions being made

within a company because of the

ease

of access to

information and people. The implications of making e-mail a catch-all application, can
even be profound on the corporate structure. Another area where

it is evident that

hierarchies are being affected is within virrual group work settings. R. Parker emphasizes
the benefits of networked virtual groups as the abilities to work cross-functionally, cross-

culturally, multi-organizationally, and trans-nationally around a common goal or purpose
(Cathcart et a1., 2003). With these borders being knocked down, Parker warns of a lack

of

clear group boundaries due to anonymity, reduced social cues, limited face-to-face
interactions, and experience towards technology (Cathcart et al., 2003). When working
online, behind a computer screen, people feel as if they have a sense of anonymity. With

anonymity people tend to divulge more personal information than they would in person,
or engage in more risky conversations because they do not feel they can be held
accountable. Traditional hierarchical roles can easily be forgotten or manipulated in these

conditions. When people communicate via more than one medium, there is a better
chance to gain a relational context to enhance the communication process.
understand how people provide feedback in person,

If you

it is easier to interpret written

feedback with no non-verbal cues present to assist.

People's experiences with technology also change group communication and the
hierarchies involved. There are many people in business today that still have not adopted
technology as a major portion of their job. If people within a virtual group are
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uncomfortable with technology or do not know how to use the technology properly, your
project may be at risk. This is something to take into consideration if one is a leader in

a

virtual group setting. If the users do not adopt the technology, the forums will not work.
This requires leaders to have strong change management skills to get through these
transitions. Jay Nunamaker, Regents'

& Soldwedel professor in the Department of

Management Information Systems with the University of Arizona, Tucson, Bruce Reinig,
professor and Chair of the Department of Information & Decision Systems at San Diego
State University, and Robert Briggs the Director of Academic Affairs at the Center for

Collaboration Science and professor of Management at the University of Nebraska at
Omaha, echo these sentiments in what they conclude are the challenges for virtual teams:

competing demands for attention, ambiguity of remote communication, establishment of
personal relationships, and the need for accessible, stable, and user-friendly technology

(Nunamaker et a1.,2009). If the technology required to work within a virhral group is too
much of a hassle, the group will not be successful. ln a face-to-face meeting a leader can
sense

if team members are day-dreaming or getting off

task and bring the meeting back

into focus. In a virhral setting it is extremely difficult to know what is going on with the
other group members as well
be effective

if

as

just keeping the task at hand in focus. Virtual groups can

the project is well planned out, effective leadership is involved, and people

feel a sense of accountability to complete their portion of the project at hand.
.

(Nunamaker et al., 2009) Checks and balances need to be employed, and people need to
be held accountable to them. Organizations are continuing to scale back access to e-mail
as

well as increase monitoring of e-mail use. Increasing monitoring of and rules around

business e-mail account use

will help stave off some of

these business risks. This may
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increase individual risks

if

the rules are not followed. Ultimately, my goal is to encourage

organizations to think about not only what is being communicated but how it is being
communicated. Choose to use e-mail communication less frequently as well as augment

technological communication with physical interaction as much as possible. It will assist
in more successful communications and results. To be effective one should take into
account the context of the message, including the relationship one has with the receiver,

know one's audience, and think before one hits send.
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Conclusions
Communication is a basic element of our lives and if we ignore its evolution by
not adjusting our usage of media, society could suffer. Our world will only continue to
become more interdependent as technology continues to eliminate geographic chasms.
Service as a commodity is the wave of the future, and will give companies a competitive
edge. There are many places to buy a product or service. Three main things a consumer

looks for are price, convenience, and service. I walk this line everyday as a Customer
Service Supervisor in the Marketing Communications industry. In my personal
experience a consumer will buy a product even if the price is higher and/or it is less
convenient to purchase

if the service is top notch. Of course, this is not always the case,

but neither is always the rule. Good service, for the purpose of this discussion, equals
strong communication skills highlighting areas such as good attitude, attention, and trust.

All of these are integral to how a message is delivered, what

message is delivered, and

how is it delivered. Tying into this is the concept of continued globalization of the

world's economies. As media evolve, so does the concept and reality of a global
marketplace. As we continue to realize our increasing interdependence globally, it is

imperative to communicate effectively. There are enough miscommunications within
America, much less across an ocean where experiences are not the same, cultures are not
the same, expectations are not the same, etc...

E-mail may become a secondary choice as a communication tool for highly
sensitive tasks. I think it

will

be chosen less frequently as a medium as well as balanced

with newer, conversational communication forums where

a response can be more

immediate and rich. My hypothesis is based on three major assumptions: the definition of
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communication and what is involved in effective communication, research around e-

mail's effects on productivity, and research investigating e-mail's relationship with
personal and business risk. The many positives surrounding e-mail use, such as its

asynchronicity, cost-effectiveness, and ease of use are hard to defy. There are ways to get
our collective arrns around e-mail use and reign in its positives. Using e-mail as a tool

within communication, and using it wisely can increase the effectiveness of

a

communication. Successful augmentation of e-mail use, along with face-to-face
interaction, is a tremendous tool to confirm everyone hears as well as understands the
same message.
Standard e-mail communication does not allow for the presence and influence

of

non-verbal communication cues. Utilizing rich communication media, such as an avatar

with an e-mail communication or communication forums such as SharePoint can increase
the confidence of the sender of the message that the receiver

will clearly understand the

message and act accordingly. As these forums continue to become more common and

evolve society will become more comfortable using them. The importance of non-verbal
cues and paralanguage in communication, and their connection to leadership and business
success is interdependent. Avatar e-mail has the capability to help convey non-verbal

visual and audible cues that can assist in effective communication. The success of avatar
e-mail remains unseen as it is in the early adoption phase. As it continues to become
more accepted, as well as developed, it could be an effective tool to communicate more

richly. With the advent of e-mail communication, and other means of electronic
communication, there have been great advantages, but there have also been great
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drawbacks. E-mail is a great confirmation tool to get in writing what one hears in a verbal
conversation, used alone it is not necessarily a great communication tool

.

Viewpoints differ regarding the influence of e-mail communications on

productivity. I do believe some people manage their e-mail communications very well,
and use the benefits of e-mail to their advantage. However, I believe the bulk of people

currently get wrapped up in the speed of e-mail that they do not really know if e-mail
increases or decreases their productivity.

If they do not have a grasp of whether e-mail is

helping or hindering, I would theorize it is negatively affecting their productivity. The
sense of a loss of control over the volume of e-mail's can be overwhelming.

Other effects of increased e-mail communications may be evident when working

in a group environment. Effects can be experienced both when working in groups
domestically or internationally. An example of an effect is people may feel
uncomfortable sharing their ideas because of the possibility of being verbally rejected by
the group. E-mail or e-mail forums could assist in the sharing of ideas because this nonverbal reaction is not present. [n conjunction with miscommunication, e-mail can have
tangible bottom-line costs. An example of this cost is employee time spent on sending
and receiving multiple, even repeated, communications due to miscommunications and

misunderstandings. This affirms the significance of e-mail communication in the

workplace and further exacerbates the need for study of its influence on employees.

It is imperative for leaders in organizations to set clear parameters with employees
on proper communication medium selection and protocol on what is to be and what is not

to be shared outside the walls. Not only

will training

and clear expectations lower

business risk, but a consistent communication protocol both regarding content and style
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could increase the credibility of an organization. If an employee is confident about what
and how they are communicating, positive results

will

ensue. Effective communications

by choosing appropriate media can increase productivity and mediate personal and
business risk. These choices alone can negatively affect the bottom line of businesses
because of the increased effectiveness of communications and reduction of risks
associated with e-mail use. Lack of training along with the ease of access to business

information and e-mail accounts can expose a business to incredible risks.
E-mail will not go away as a medium of communication. It will continue to
evolve and be further integrated into combination media where its documentation and

asynchronicity skills can be emphasized. If incorporated with a richer medium such as in
avatar e-mail or into a full communication forum site such as SharePoint, the benefits are

tangible. With communication forums the information is on the table for all to view,
understand, and share opinions on. With avatar e-mail there is the opporfunity to share
non-verbal cues with the avatar chosen, either by expression on the avatar's face, or from
the audible file the avatar carries to help with conveying paralanguage. A big benefit of

a

communication forum over standard e-mail is that communications can get lost in
people's inboxes or be shared with the incorrect people. These forums allow you to

control who belongs to the group, shared documentation resources, and allows for people
to work at their own pace. As technologies continue to develop, leaders need to sharpen

their skills by being attune to all the opportunities to enhance productivity and decrease

liability. As leaders we need to be accountable for evolving our communication skills in
parallel with the evolution of communication media. A conscious choice of what media
to use in a communication is imperative for a leader's success. As the pace of our society
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continues to escalate, we as leaders need to make educated decisions on how to
communicate with the people we interact with in the workplace. One failure in judgment
on which media to choose can be a fatal mistake to one's career. Small, continued

failures in choice of media can also lead to eventual failure as a leader. Trust and respect

will continue to be something that is earned. Hiding behind a computer e-mail account
and not interacting with fellow employees, whether superiors or subordinates,
have negative influences on one's success.
do not let

it control

us.

will only

It is up to people to control communication,

s4
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